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Is it R.I.P for the I.E.P? The future of individual education plans in an era of 
accountability 
 
Jennie Duke (PhD) is a lecturer in Inclusive Education at Queensland University of 
Technology. She worked for 25 years in Queensland schools and the Department of 
Education before becoming an academic and researcher. 
 
This article presents a brief overview of the development of the Individual Education Plan 
(IEP) and prompts teachers to question its use and relevance in an era of accountability in 
Australian schools. Many Australian teachers do not realise that the IEP was adopted from 
the United States where it was a legislated practice based on that country’s Human Rights 
Legislation. It is not included in the Australian policy context. Though not embedded in the 
legislation of many other countries, it became a process and a product synonymous with the 
education of students with disability worldwide. In the era of standards-based education and a 
curriculum for all, the relevance of the IEP process and product has been questioned or re-
imagined in some Australian schools. The story of one school leader, Violet, is presented 
here as an example. 
 
The IEP: A product of the history of low expectations? 
For many years, accountability for the achievement of students with disabilities in Australia 
and internationally lay within the process and product of the Individual Education Plan (IEP) 
(Defur, 2002; Rouse & McLaughlin, 2007). The IEP during these years was believed to be a 
process led by teachers, in the USA, who had a deficit view of disability. This process was 
blamed for contributing to the further segregation of students as it was ‘...embedded in a 
notion of individual need focussed on individual deficit or pathology’ and functioned as 
‘...compliance documents in the process of referring students to special education’ 
(Christensen & Rizvi, 1996, p. 71). During this period, the lack of success of special 
educators to improve outcomes for students with disabilities in a significant way was blamed 
on some teachers having ‘…low expectations that narrowed student access to the general 
curriculum’ (Defur, 2002, p. 204). Policy writers amended the legislation to rectify this issue. 
 
In the USA, the writers of the Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA, 1997) attempted to 
counter the lack of progress of students with a disability by mandating their participation in 
the general standards-based curriculum and state testing. The 1997 amendments to US policy 
required that students with disabilities had access to the general curriculum–a curriculum for 
all. The expectation for students with disabilities was focused ‘squarely on the curriculum’ 
(Pugach & Wargner, 2001, p. 194) and the IEP was required to have clear links to grade level 
content. It was hoped that this alignment would influence higher expectations for the 
achievement of the learning defined by the curriculum for students with disabilities. 
Therefore, it was expected that students with disabilities would be taught the general 
curriculum and tested on their progress. The IEP would reflect goals based on the general 
curriculum standards not simply one or two individual goals that limited student participation 
and ultimately their achievement (Browder, Wakeman, Flowers, Rickeleman, Pugalee, & 
Karvonen, 2007; Perna & Davis, 2007; Quenemoen, Lehr, Thurlow, & Massanari, 2001). 
Table 1 presents a comparison of the traditional view of the IEP compared to the standards-
based view drawn from the current academic literature. Both are viewed as part of a 
collaborative, key decision making process. The shift to curriculum versus curriculum-based 
goals is evident.  
 
Table 1  
 
 
Traditional IEP  Curriculum Standards IEP 
Private, individualised decision Publicly accountable reflecting higher 
expectations 
Can be whole of educational program Tool to support educational program 
 
May be based on academic pre-requisites, 
discrete skills and hierarchies 
 
Meaningful application of skills to grade 
level content 
 
Key decision making process 
 
Key decision making process 
Goal based Goal based 
 
Short-term 6–12 month goals 
 
Prioritises learning on overcoming problems 
 
Specialist language e.g. baseline data 
Collaborative design process based on goals 
 
Loosely coupled to curriculum 
Details what and how to teach and assess 
 
Long-term 1–3 year goals 
 
Prioritises learning from the curriculum 
 
Common language of curriculum 
Collaborative design process based on 
adjustments 
Curriculum standards define the goals 
Details what to teach, assess and report 
 
Examples from the USA provided the impetus in Australia for the ‘deliberate government 
action in regard to increased equity’ (Ashman & Elkins, 2009, p. 38). Though cautious about 
the standards-based reform that occurred in Australia for students with disabilities, Ashman 
and Elkins (2009) concede that the ‘American legislation has stimulated teachers and parents 
in many countries to strive for better education for students with disabilities’ (p. 38). The 
change in focus regarding the IEP was seen in Australia around this same time. 
 
In Queensland, the professional development program, ‘On the Same Page’ (Education 
Queensland, 2009), provided teachers with explicit instruction about how they could link IEP 
goals to the mandated curriculum. This process demonstrated how teachers could determine 
and develop higher expectations of learning for their students. In Queensland, the IEP is 
currently not a mandatory planning tool, as educators have realised some of its limitations. 
The IEP is being phased out in many schools in favour of teacher devised adjustments in 
curriculum plans (Morton, Rietveld, Guerin, McIlroy & Duke, 2012). 
 
The IEP: A product of accountability? 
Academics in the USA and the UK have had over a decade to discuss, analyse and research 
implications for students with disabilities in this standards-based environment. A major 
impact of the research about standards-based reform was how school systems were held 
accountable for the achievement of all students, including those with disabilities. 
Traditionally, accountability for students with disabilities had been an ‘individually 
negotiated, private’ (Rouse & McLaughlin, 2007, p. 25) practice through the IEP process. 
This process determined individual goals for students that were sometimes completely 
divorced from the mandated curriculum. In the standards-based environment, it was 
recommended that the ‘…academic content and achievement standards define the ultimate 
goals of education for all students’ (Rouse & McLaughlin, 2007, p. 95). For many educators, 
the move from an individualised curriculum for some students with disabilities, to one based 
on the general curriculum and inclusion of students with disabilities in high-stakes testing, 
challenged the long established existing pedagogical, curriculum planning, assessment and 
 
 
reporting practices of teachers for students with disabilities. Ultimately, this also challenged 
their expectations for their students’ achievement and consequently their own teaching 
practice.  
 
In Australia the use of the words, ‘accountability’ and ‘achievement’, is common in 
legislation, policy and statements. The traditional special education processes, such as the 
development of the IEP, have been questioned (Morton, et al., 2012). The design of the IEP 
by teachers in Queensland sometimes represented the whole of the student’s curriculum. 
Because it was devised by individuals in relative isolation, the IEP cannot be accepted as part 
of an accountability process.  
 
Special education professional groups were part of the collaboration and consultation in the 
early stages of the development of the Australian Curriculum and associated resources. 
Students with significant intellectual and multiple disabilities were identified as potentially 
operating outside the then prescribed curriculum materials. ACARA (n.d.) proposed that, 
‘...curriculum content and achievement standards may not be appropriate or meaningful, even 
with adjustments’ (n.d). 
 
 A suite of pre-Foundation content descriptions were, therefore, developed for students with 
significant intellectual disability.    However, the development of curriculum content and 
achievement standards for any particular group of students because of their perceived ability 
does not align with the assumptions behind a truly inclusive curriculum for all. For example, 
as pre-foundation level content and standards were developed specifically for students with 
intellectual impairment, teachers may assume all students with intellectual impairment in 
every curriculum area are not capable of learning. Lower curriculum standards, combined 
with teachers’ lowered expectations for students with intellectual impairment, may result in 
less rigorous teaching and learning. Thus students may not reach their full potential. If IEPs 
are to continue in this era, the IEP goals must align to this curriculum if we are to learn 
anything from the US experience.  
 
Current ACARA documents provide a broader and more inclusive direction by advising that 
teachers must start their planning for students at the content area ‘…that aligns with the 
student’s chronological age’ (ACARA, 2013, p. 6) . This refocus away from content 
descriptions developed specifically for a single cohort of learners was done ‘....in order to 
provide an Australian Curriculum that is inclusive of every learner’ (ACARA, 2013, p. 6).  
 
The IEP: Do we need to re-think the purpose of collaboration? 
The focus in the USA on curriculum standards for all students has forced the IEP team 
(teachers, parents, therapists, students and so on) to ‘re-think how students spend their time in 
school…. [and has] refocused on learning and away from caretaking’ (Quenemoen et al., 
2001, p. 14) for students with disabilities. Previously, special educators tended to ‘add on’ 
new content when planning rather than re-focus what they teach (Nolet & McLaughlin, 
2005). As a result, their teaching became focused ’on a collection of splinter skills or loosely 
collected knowledge’ (p. 7). The understanding of the relationship between IEP and standards 
is necessary. It is incumbent on IEP and curriculum planning teams to understand the 
function of standards and help teachers align instructional programs with the general 
curriculum so that each is compatible with and can validate the other.  
 
Mirroring the lessons learned internationally about the need to align curriculum for students 
with disabilities with the general curriculum, Shaddock, Giorcelli and Smyth King (2007) 
 
 
provide Australian schools with comments for our context. The Australian researchers agree 
that in specialised settings ‘individualised planning approaches with their functional 
orientation’ may be relevant. However they confirm that they are ‘time consuming and 
unwieldy in the mainstream and may have unintended negative side effects, such as when 
they focus attention on student difference and problems in learning’ (p. 31). They further 
advise that, ‘[it] should not be assumed that every student with a disability requires 
adjustments to the curriculum as many may require only teaching and/or environmental 
adaptations to access the general curriculum. Curriculum should be adapted only if 
necessary’ (Shaddock et al., 2007, p. 31). There is an expectation for teachers in Australia to 
bring IEP and competency approaches ‘into rough alignment’ (Ashman & Elkins, 2009, p. 
49). Ashman and Elkins (2009) believe that the standards curricula ‘often constrain teachers 
and make it difficult to meet individual needs’ (p. 50).  
 
This type of commentary is very similar to that at the beginning of the standards reform in the 
USA. Because of changes in policy and recognition, it took ten years before there was a shift 
from the commentary about inconvenience of standards and students with disabilities for the 
teacher, to one that focused on the benefit of standards-based education to the student. 
Alignment of the curriculum to the needs of learners has been an indicator of effective 
pedagogy visible in the educational commentary for some years. Excellent teachers are 
skilled at ‘shaping teaching around the ways different students learn’ and nurture ‘the unique 
talents of every student’ (Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and 
Youth Affairs, 2008, p. 11). It is now implicit within state curriculum documents that this 
alignment to student diversity is the norm and is determined by collaborative planning. 
 
To achieve a curriculum for all, genuine collaborative planning is required. It is an 
opportunity for teachers to share a ‘common language’ aligned with the general curriculum 
standards (Ainscow, 2005; Nolet & McLaughlin, 2005; Perna & Davis, 2007; Youtsey, 
2003). Youtsey (2003) predicted that standards as common language for planning for special 
and general educators would improve consistency across classrooms, districts and schools. 
For many years, special and general educators have had a separate vocabulary that they 
brought to planning. Jargon and words whose meaning varies from ‘discipline to 
discipline…hamper the ability to connect and interact as partners in the learning process’ 
(Perna & Davis, 2007, p. 33). Without the use of a common language between special and 
general educators, teachers will find it ‘very difficult to experiment with new possibilities’ 
(Ainscow, 2005 p. 149) when planning together. Anecdotal evidence cited by Quenemoen et 
al. (2001) demonstrated that, when all teachers used the language of standards in planning, 
there was an increased focus in IEPs on instruction and curriculum, thus improving the 
perception of shared responsibility for the team for achievement of students with disabilities. 
 
The need for inclusive Australian schools to collaborate with all, ‘….maintain[s] the 
relevance and connectedness of the curriculum and ensure[s] school processes are equitable’ 
(Keefe, 2003, p. 21). The purpose of collaboration develops a ‘shared understanding’ and 
improves the possibility that the ‘proposed solutions remain relevant and connected to the 
immediate learning needs of all students’ (Keefe, 2003, p. 20). Effective teachers of students 
with disabilities in mainstream classrooms were observed to, ’routinely collaborate with 
colleagues, parents and other students’ (Shaddock et al., 2007, p. xii). The need to collaborate 
with parents, students and colleagues is routinely and repeatedly represented in both state and 
Commonwealth Australian legislation and policy documents. 
 
 
 
The alignment within and between curriculum and collaboration is noted by Slee (2008). He 
suggests that ‘revolutionary change’ is required to make educational policies and practices 
applicable and connected to the learning of all students. Slee (2008) adds that to do this, ‘A 
relevant and connected curriculum has its foundation in effective collaborative relationships 
with all members of the school community’ (p. 13). A collaborative relationship needs to be 
aligned to the common language of curriculum and is underlined by discourse reflecting and 
orienting teachers’ philosophy that all students can learn the mandated curriculum. 
 
Just as the research from the USA and UK has suggested, Australian policy writers have 
highlighted the need for curriculum for students with disability to be drawn from the 
mandated curriculum as a teacher’s first step in planning. This direction was a reference to 
the Disability Discrimination Act, Education Standards, 2005, Part 6 Standards of curriculum 
development, accreditation and delivery, which explains that students with a disability must 
have access to education and training on the same basis as students without a disability. This 
means students with a disability are entitled to rigorous, relevant and engaging learning 
activities drawn from the age-equivalent content, set in age-equivalent learning contexts and 
that these may vary based on their individual needs (Australian Government, 2005). 
However, is this policy requirement reflected in teacher and school practice? 
 
The IEP: A valid process in schools? 
As a leader in schools, I noticed that individualised programs continued to be based on two to 
three goals unrelated to the curriculum which were taught in separate, exclusive settings, with 
no accountability to the system. This was recently apparent during data collection for a recent 
PhD thesis in a local secondary school where I was investigating the leadership practices of a 
Head of Special Education Services (HOSES) named Violet (pseudonym). Interview and 
transcripts provided insight as to Violet’s reasoning for her decision to investigate the 
relevance of the IEP at her school. When discussing her reasoning for investigating the use of 
Individual Education Plans (IEP), she stated she was ‘…trying to see whether it’s a valid 
process or document in our school, because I have a suspicion it’s not’ (Source: Interview 
2/Violet/line 4). Other teachers provided me with information about their interactions and 
practices about IEPS through diary entries, interview and audio transcripts of meetings. For 
example, James spoke in interview about the issues related to the IEP, highlighting that, 
‘…it’s adding on our workload and…there are a lot of excuses made around IEPs’ (Source: 
James/Interview1/line 6). The excuses James referred to were reasons given for why teachers 
could or would not complete the IEP.  
 
Violet, the HOSES, used surveys, interviews, and professional development conversations to 
determine how successful the IEP process and case management systems were; and whether 
the processes used by staff realistically determined the needs of learners and were reflected in 
teaching. These processes were discussed during one of the first interviews with Violet, when 
she told me about the importance of determining whether current practice of individual 
education planning was viable in a time of curriculum reform. The IEP, as discussed earlier, 
was not mandated in Queensland and was losing favour with some schools as it narrowed the 
teaching and learning by limiting practice to a handful of goals (Morton et al., 2012) that 
were not related to the student’s needs; or teachers were not carrying out the process as 
intended by the school. Violet had a suspicion that the IEP, ‘...was not a valid process or 
document in the school’ (Source: Interview/Violet/2). She had been reading research and 
literature that convinced her that the IEP did not work in high schools.  
 
 
 
The IEP just felt like compliance and they just felt baseless, but I didn’t have 
anything to prove that. I just felt like the teachers were just handing them in. I 
knew they were copying and pasting them because they’d say Scott blah, blah, 
blah (laughs).Yeah, they’re all the same. We’ve got six kids with the same goals, 
nothing to do with their disability. (Violet/interview 2) 
 
Initially, Violet surveyed every teacher aide about the use of IEPs. She reported to me that 
‘...not a single teacher aide could tell me a single goal of a student they were supporting’ 
(Source: Interview 2/Violet/Line 23). Further to this when talking about their students, ‘...half 
of them didn’t get the disability right either’. Considering that the teacher aide is an 
expensive and highly sought after resource in schools (Rutherford, 2012), it was 
disappointing to Violet that they were not informed, highlighting further the inadequacies of 
the IEP process. Violet also surveyed 48 students with a disability. Out of the 48 students 
only one could tell her one of their goals.  
 
The other 47 (students) could not tell me a goal. Not a single one out of the four 
goals they have. So they’re not working on them. They’re not working on any 
goals because they don’t even know what the goals are. (Violet, Interview 2) 
 
Violet recounted that she then read the students their goals and said, ‘...this is what you are 
supposed to be working on, and I had kids say, “No, I can do that, that shouldn’t even be 
there”’ (Source: Interview/Violet/2). She also told the students what disability they had at the 
end of the survey. She thought that it was interesting that ‘...a lot of kids are like “No, I don’t 
think that’s right Miss. You should check with my Mum.”’ Violet was also using the survey 
data to support her opinion that the IEP was baseless and she intended to use this data as 
power to influence a change of practice throughout the school. Because the IEP was 
considered a compliance document in the school, Violet discussed her concerns with the 
principal with new knowledge gained from her survey. 
 
So I went to the principal and said look this is what I’m doing, because she’s in 
support of the IEP process. When I told her I wanted to get rid of it she wasn’t 
impressed with that. I said to her yesterday, look I guess I’m not going to do them 
anymore. I’m going to show you over time why that’s a really good decision, 
because I will replace it with something that’s better. (Violet, Interview 2) 
 
Violet understood the system of the school that valued data and research and innovation, and 
used these practices to support her decisions. It was interesting that she did not ask 
permission of the Principal to abandon the IEP process, but instead she would prove by her 
actions and results that her decision was a good and valid one. Violet explained to me that she 
hoped to survey all the teachers and parents in the school. In her final conversation with me 
about the IEP process she still had a high opinion of her community even though she was 
disappointed by the survey results: 
 
...we have a really top staff here, a dedicated staff, and kids and parents. We have 
a really good mix of that sort of stuff. If we’re not doing it right, who else is 
doing what else? (Source: Interview/Violet). 
 
She intended to devise a working model of curriculum planning for students with disability 
that could be used in all high schools in the district. She had asked a professor at a nearby 
university to assist her devise a more rigorous survey and began the design of a more 
 
 
appropriate curriculum planning model rather than the IEP, ‘... to get into the curriculum and 
into the social emotional stuff” (Sources: Interview/Violet/22 August; Diary/Violet/1 
September 2011).  
 
Violet wanted the teaching staff to make greater connections in their planning to the state and 
national curriculum for both individuals and classes. This reflected the requirements written 
in policy about curriculum implementation at the time. The existing school-based statement 
about case management, Role of the case manager, referred mainly to the role of case 
manager in the IEP process. For example: 
 ‘Aim to improve on each goal of the IEP in a significant way.’ 
 ‘Negotiate with student/parent in IEP.’ 
 ‘Follow through with IEP.’ 
 ‘Conduct IEP meetings.’ 
 ‘Monitor students’ behaviour to support IEP goals.’ 
(Role of case manager, SEP document, 2010) 
To make a shift toward curriculum, Violet and her team had to change the emphasis for the 
case manager from the individualised planning of the IEP to curriculum planning with 
adjustments to teaching and learning. The role of the case manager would be redesigned to 
advise other teachers about the most appropriate adjustments for the teaching, learning and 
assessment of the individual learner with a disability. This advice would be incorporated into 
existing teacher planning documents and collaborative processes. 
 
The IEP: RIP or a redesign? 
Though I have not described all of the ways the IEP could be and is used around the globe, in 
Australia we can learn from some international experience of the IEP in a standards-based 
curriculum. In a time of great curriculum reform it is incumbent on us to consider the 
curriculum implications for all of our students. In Queensland 89% of students with a 
disability are taught in their local school. It is not simply the domain of special education to 
ensure the education of students with a disability remains part of the ongoing conversation 
but for all teachers to do so. Many more questions require rigorous conversation. For 
example, do we bury the IEP and replace it with curriculum adjustments explicitly written in 
teacher and school planning? Or do we redesign the IEP and align its purpose to the intent of 
the mandated curriculum? Are there existing tools available such as the Index for Inclusion 
(Booth & Ainscow, 2011) or the National school improvement tool – Differentiated teaching 
and learning, (Australian Government, 2012) that can assist us develop appropriate processes 
and practices? Or do we look to the policy for direction? Wonderful resources such as the 
South Australian, On the Same Basis program (2007), provide us with a tool for in-depth 
exploration of the student’s rights and our responsibilities to provide ‘reasonable adjustments 
to ensure they are able to participate in education and training on the same basis as learners 
without a disability’ (p. 47). Or perhaps there are more flexible, innovative options available 
that won’t be determined until we start the conversation. 
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